Music is Social: From Online Social Features to Online Social Connectedness by Krastel, Zachary et al.
 Social Features Enabling Online Social Connectedness 
  
 Thirty Sixth International Conference on Information Systems, Fort Worth 2015 1 
Music is Social: From Online Social Features 
to Online Social Connectedness 
Completed Research Paper 
 
Zachary Krastel 
John Molson School of Business, 
Concordia University 
1450 Rue Guy  
Montréal, QC H3H 0A1 
zackkrastel@gmail.com 
 
Geneviève Bassellier 
Desautels Faculty of Management, 
McGill University 
1001 Rue Sherbrooke Ouest 
Montréal, QC H3A 1G5 
genevieve.bassellier@mcgill.ca 
 
Jui Ramaprasad 
Desautels Faculty of Management, McGill University 
1001 Rue Sherbrooke Ouest, Montréal QC H3A 1G5 
jui.ramaprasad@mcgill.ca 
 
Abstract 
Despite the widespread adoption of social networks, the value of implementing similar 
opportunities for social interaction into online content consumption websites has 
received limited attention. The research that has been done suggests that there is 
significant potential in implementing social features on these sites, since increased 
interaction can lead to higher engagement with the site, and to an increase in users’ 
willingness to pay for the site. Considering that music is an inherently social good, and 
that consumers desire the opportunity to involve social aspects into their consumption 
of music, this study develops a framework of social features and the social interactions 
they enable and examines the relationship between the features and online social 
connectedness. Results suggest that this distinction of social features from other features 
is valuable, and the type of features that is most likely to lead to feelings of 
connectedness is highlighted. Implications for site developers and researchers are also 
discussed. 
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“The prevalence of the social web, combined with music’s unique ability to bring 
people together, creates a compelling niche – one where like-minded individuals 
can share, relate and discuss the content consumed.”  
--Osegi (2014) 
Introduction 
Social computing—which encompasses the set of technologies that encourage collaborations and 
community interactions online—is enabling new sources of business value through the creation of 
business models that facilitate the integration of content and community in online settings (Bharadwaj et 
al. 2013, Oestreicher-Singer and Zalmanson, 2013, Parameswaran and Whinston, 2007). While the link 
between social computing features and user participation, social interaction, and payment is being 
examined in IS (Bapna and Umyarov, 2015; Oestreicher-Singer and Zalmanson, 2013), this study 
specifically focuses on the role of the social features in enabling social connectedness.  
Social connectedness is “an attribute of the self that reflects cognitions of enduring interpersonal 
closeness with the social world,” (Lee et al. 2001), and an individual’s feeling of social connectedness has 
been positively linked to overall well-being (Grieve et al. 2013). As individuals spend more and more time 
online, an emerging question is whether social interactions that take place on online platforms can enable 
social connectedness. This social connectedness can result from interactions not only with other users 
(e.g. on Facebook) but other actors as well, determined by the features offered on a given online site.  
This study looks at the relationship between social features and social connectedness in the specific 
context of online music sites. We adopt the view that music is a social good, and that consumers desire the 
opportunity to engage in social interaction on online music sites.  The rise of technology-enabled social 
interactions in the context of music, with platforms ranging from MySpace to Spotify, has brought to our 
attention that there is a social aspect to music consumption. Thus, the music industry provides an 
excellent context to study social connectedness. The diversity of IT-enabled social features available on 
music sites leads to a rich set of features to study.  
Drawing from the existing work on social computing features, social connectedness, and online music, 
this study has two objectives. First, in order to develop a comprehensive understanding of the types of 
social interactions enabled on online music sites, we categorize existing social features based on the 
interactions between different sets of actors that they enable. Second, we empirically assess the 
relationship between different social features and social connectedness for a subset of the types of 
interaction identified in our categorization.  
Theoretical Background 
One of the recent greatest changes to people’s everyday lives has come via the advent and wide adoption 
of online social networks, which have fostered in people a desire to share and connect with others online 
(Borgatti et al. 2009, Kane et al. 2014, boyd and Ellison 2007). Including a social component in 
technology adoption models has begun to gain momentum; for example, Junglas et al (2013) note this in 
their discussion on “sociability”, which they define as a human’s desire to socialize with others. They find 
that IS researchers have an over-reliance on evaluations of utilitarian usage, and suggest a hedonic 
component to technology adoption. Specifically, they note that sociability can lead a user to adopt a 
system, and find that the extent of this effect is influenced by the extent to which the underlying 
technology supports the ability for social interactions. In other words, people can be attracted to use a 
website because of the opportunity for social interactions, but only if the existing human-computer 
interaction of the site currently supports such interactions. 
Specifically, value can be added to future IS models by understanding what can result from the use of 
these features. An obvious potential positive outcome of the use of social features is an increased feeling of 
social connectedness with others. However, while there is abundant research on social connectedness and 
its link to positive social and health outcomes (e.g. Baumeister and Leary 1995), very little research has 
analyzed whether the opportunity for online interactions can similarly impact feelings of connectedness. 
Even less has been done to investigate whether there are specific types of features – or, specific types of 
online relationships – which have a higher likelihood of affecting social connectedness. 
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Additionally, despite growing consensus on the need to include social aspects in theoretical models and 
the desire to better understand the nature social relationships on online sites, IS literature still lacks an 
overall framework for these relationships. While some research has been conducted on individual dyadic 
relationships (i.e., user-to-user relationships), such as on social network sites (e.g. Borgatti et al. 2009; 
Kane et al. 2014), a framework which includes all possible relationships between actors on these sites 
would help to clarify the areas which existing research has not yet addressed. 
The current study answers both of these needs: first, an overall framework of possible social interactions 
on online sites is developed, providing a foundation to which future research can refer; second, this study 
examines whether these social features can actually lead to an increase in feelings of connectedness – and, 
subsequently, to increased usage of the site. Specifically, using a framework that describes all possible 
dyadic relationships on online websites, this paper seeks to identify the extent to which online music sites 
leverage social computing features to address the users’ desire for social connectedness through music. 
In order to do this, we first explore the relevant literature and existing online music business models, and 
identify social features that have been examined in research as well as those that are currently 
implemented in online business models. This analysis can not only serve to guide future research in the 
online music industry, but can also be used to inform those in the online music industry, allowing them to 
use this knowledge to improve the design of their services and websites to better reflect the desires of 
consumers to connect with others.  
Development of framework for online social interactions 
Relevance of Music as Context  
Studying music can facilitate the understanding of how individual consumers value and use social 
features, as it relates to the opportunity for enhanced social interaction in an online consumption 
environment. A number of studies have shown the important role music consumption habits can have in 
social interactions. For example, music can play a role in the formation and discontinuation of friendships 
(Selfhout et al. 2009), and can act as a topic of conversation among peers (Kinally et al. 2008). Research 
on this topic in evolutionary psychology suggests that music has evolved as a means of signaling the 
cohesiveness of a coalitional group (Hagen and Bryant 2003), and music can be used to help portray an 
identity of similarity with (or separateness from) referent others.  
Group signaling behaviour can be used to explain consumption behaviours such as information cascades, 
in which an individual pays attention to the past decisions of others when making a decision, ignoring any 
of their own signals in favor of the general consensus of the herd (Eyster and Rabin 2010). These “herding 
effects” have been shown to be especially powerful in music (Salganik et al. 2006). In the current state of 
the music industry, the lack of authoritative figures limiting the music available to consumers has resulted 
in a large amount of music available online (Waldfogel 2012), and few heuristics that consumers can use 
to determine whether they will like one song over another. Instead, it is possible that music’s social 
qualities mean that viewing others’ consumption habits and sharing music with referent others can be 
used as a decision heuristic in place of the traditional methods of curation; this has the opportunity to 
enrich the consumption experience for the consumer, leaving them more confident in their choice to 
listen to the song while additionally allowing them to signal their identification with others. Thus, while 
music can be considered social as it is used to “fit in” with others, it can also be seen as social for its 
informative properties. That is, consumers can use others’ consumption decisions to guide their own 
decisions to avoid the pre-consumption uncertainty associated with experience goods such as music 
(Regner and Barria 2009). 
Social Connectedness 
Considering that consumers can gain value through the opportunity to interact with others in a music 
consumption scenario, we can expect that the opportunity to engage in social interactions in an online 
platform for music to share music as a way of forming a common identity – should lead to an increase in 
their feelings of connectedness with others.  
Individuals high in social connectedness have been found to be more socially active, to perceive others in 
a more positive manner, and engage in relationships more easily (Lee et al. 2001). On the other hand, 
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those low in social connectedness encounter a wide range of social and relational difficulties, often 
resulting in more general psychological distress (Baumeister and Leary 1995). While not directly 
preventing these disorders, it seems that high social connectedness serves as a protective factor against 
their symptoms, which can include anxiety, low self-esteem, perceived stress, depression, social 
discomfort, and hostility (Lee et al. 2001). Furthermore, the drive to continue positive social relationships 
and achieve a sense of belongingness – which is an inherent aspect of the social connectedness trait – 
results in enhanced wellbeing (Baumeister and Leary 1995). 
As compared to other social theories such as attachment style, (see Ainsworth 1989) which focus on a 
single aspect of the childhood environment that can affect a person’s interpersonal style, social 
connectedness is a more global aspect of the self. Indeed, social connectedness reflects more wide-ranging 
behaviors, encompassing interaction that includes family, friends, and community (Williams and Galliher 
2006). While similar to attachment style in that both theories are relatively stable and persist throughout 
adulthood, social connectedness differs in that it develops over a person’s life span and seems to be 
susceptible to changes of environment or persistent events; specifically, powerful or lasting experiences or 
interactions can impact one’s sense of social connectedness over time (Williams and Galliher 2006). 
Online Social Connectedness 
An early study on online social connectedness was conducted by Köbler et al. (2010) who investigated how 
the use of status update messaging generates a feeling of connectedness between users. They found that 
the more individuals used the technology to reveal information about themselves, the more connected 
they felt, suggesting that the need for connectedness may explain popularity of social networks such as 
Facebook. 
Research has also looked to differentiate between offline- and online- social connectedness, with results 
suggesting that the two are not correlated (Grieve et al. 2013). The authors of this research point out that 
“Facebook may act as a separate social medium in which to develop and maintain relationships, providing 
an alternative social outlet associated with a range of positive psychological outcomes” (Grieve et al 2013). 
Since having stronger social connections can lead to increased levels of wellbeing (Cohen et al. 2000), 
decreased anxiety (Lee and Robbins 1995) and lower depression (Shochet et al. 2008), we also posit that 
the benefits of social connections could have similar effects on individuals’ consumption satisfaction, 
subsequent online behaviour, and/or purchase intent.  
In any case, the finding that offline and online social connectedness are distinct allows for the possibility 
that increased opportunity for social interaction online may be beneficial, regardless of a person’s level of 
offline social connectedness. However, although research has been beneficial in proving that some 
activities can facilitate a sense of belonging and connectedness (such as sharing a status on Facebook; 
Köbler et al. 2010), little is known about the features that can provide online consumers with a sense of 
connectedness. 
In order to best understand the role of social features on social interaction, there is first a need to develop 
a more comprehensive understanding of what these features are and the type of interaction they support. 
In the next sections we first identify the actors and types of interaction, then we categorize social features 
based on these types of interactions. 
Actors involved in Online Social Interactions 
Social interactions involve actors who transmit information to another actor. The following section will 
discuss actors that are currently described in the literature: users – that is, consumers that are actively 
using the website; artists – including musicians or bands uploading their own music content to the 
website; and sites – which is the foundational architecture of the related music website as a whole.  
To clarify whether an action was more related to users or to another actor, user-user and user-artist 
interactions were defined as being synchronous; in other words, for these interactions there could be 
reciprocation from the other actor involved. Alternatively, user-site or artist-site interaction was seen as 
more one-sided, where after an action occurred there was no possibility for reciprocation. Taking this 
perspective, user-user and user-artist interactions involved items such as sharing songs with others and 
connecting with others, while user-site and artist-site interactions focused on the transmitting of 
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information to (or from) the site without the interactive involvement of others, such as rating songs or a 
user receiving information about their music listening history. 
User-to-User Interaction 
Junglas et al. (2013) note that, until recently, research essentially ignored the interactive components of 
information systems, viewing individuals as solitary information processors. Despite this, they stress that 
there is value to investigating the social component of information systems, finding that perceived 
sociability of a site can be a precursor to acceptance of the system, and that the pleasure derived from 
interacting and socializing with other users through a system can positively affect usage. Potential 
outcomes of incorporating user-to-user interaction also extend to users’ willingness to pay for the site: 
Oestreicher-Singer and Zalmanson (2013) find that willingness to pay for premium services is strongly 
associated with the level of community participation of the user on an online music site, with consumers’ 
willingness to pay increasing as they continue to interact and climb the so-called “ladder of engagement” 
with the website.  
In addition to more hedonic outcomes, user-to-user interaction on social websites can also provide an 
informative function. As discussed above, social information can play this informative role when a user 
pays attention to the consumption behaviours of other users in order to gather cues of the quality and 
appropriateness of specific songs or types of music (Salganik et al. 2006). Similarly, social network sites 
that provide access to any type of content also fulfill an informative, user-user function whenever they 
combine more traditional search functions with data from other users – for example, by allowing users to 
search for content contained within digital profiles of other users as a complement to algorithmic search 
functions (Kane et al. 2014.). Content access mechanisms alone may be better for finding needed content, 
but relational ties may serve to help the user understand the content’s validity (Kane et al. forth.); 
therefore, the opportunity to combine content and social information gleaned from relational ties into a 
single service offering enriches the quality of the resulting data (or overall usage experience) for users 
within a system. 
There is also some research to suggest that the relationships that exist on a site may be shaped by the 
content-related goals. For example, content-related information may lead some users to break 
connections with other users if their posted information is unhelpful, disappointing or excessive, even if 
the relationship with the individual continues in other contexts (Kivran-Swaine et al. 2011). Therefore, 
while the initial structure of an individual’s network on a social network site may reflect their offline social 
networks, these networks may eventually evolve, molding to fit the consumption or usage goals the 
individual has for the site (boyd and Ellison 2007). This supports the literature suggesting a weak (or even 
non-existent) relationship between online and offline social connectedness. This is especially true in 
content-related communities, since it is possible that a person’s online goals create a need for a different 
type of connection in this environment. This results in different feelings of connectedness in an online 
context than what exists regarding their feelings of offline connectedness. 
Interaction with Users outside the Site 
In line with findings from Junglas et al (2013), much of the previous research in this area has focused on 
one-to-one interaction between a user and a system, and the research that has examined other types of 
interactions is limited to discussions of artist-to-user and user-to-user interaction.  
Kane et al. (2014) note that the “boundedness” of many social network sites has diminished, due to their 
increasingly extended functionality beyond the confines of a website. In the context of online music, users 
on online music sites can post links to or music from the site on additional third-party websites (such as 
social networks), thus members of these third-party websites should also be included in our discussion. 
These actors are still end-consumers of music, even though they exist outside the confines of the site – 
they can see messages transmitted to them from other actors on third-party websites such as social 
networks – thus, they can still be considered “users” for the purposes of the discussion here.  
User-to-Artist and Artist-to-User Interaction 
Although we see an emergence of interactions between users and artists on social networking platforms 
such as Facebook, it is less common on the online music sites where users come to consume music. A joint 
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study by eMusic and AIM (2012) noted the ability to connect with the artist as a “driver of change” in 
future models for online music services, and they even go on to suggest that tapping into “festival culture” 
could create a virtual way to replicate the physical social experience, bringing fans closer to artists. Bond 
(2011) found that by implementing an “opportunity to meet the artist” as an added-value offering on an 
online music service, purchase intentions increased for some types of music, indicating a user’s desire to 
connect with the artist (Styvén 2010). 
Site-to-User Interaction 
Most studies have looked at the role that recommendation engines play by viewing them as a site-to-user 
interaction; for example, Waldfogel (2012) notes that recommendation engines act as a “curation” 
function by choosing a limited set of works with which to acquaint consumers. In the transition to online 
services, with a nearly infinite catalogue of music to choose from (due to services offering “long tail” 
content; see Anderson 2006), this function is still needed, perhaps more than before. Recommendation 
engines including those developed by companies such as Pandora (the Music Genome project, using 
human categorization for recommendations) and The Echo Nest (using automated music analysis to 
recommend similar songs) have attempted to fill this need by integrating into many online music services.  
Taking the previously-outlined perspective that interactions between the user and the site would not be 
synchronous (expecting reciprocal action in return) allows for an inclusion of interaction items such as 
posting or viewing ratings and reviews of songs or artists on the site into this type of interaction. These 
interactions often do involve other actors, since viewing ratings and reviews often implies that other users 
have previously rated the song. However, because there is no expectation of synchronous interaction 
present here, and since posting a rating or review contributes directly to the site itself, these interactions 
are seen as user-site rather than user-user interactions. 
Development of the Framework 
Categorization of Social Features 
In this section, we develop a method of analyzing existing business models, and use evaluations of current 
online music services to further deconstruct the possibilities for social interaction on online websites.  
Social features are defined here as features which make it possible for an interaction to occur between two 
actors, whether this is asynchronous (i.e. contributing to a site’s offering by uploading content or 
reviewing previously-existing content), or synchronous (i.e. connecting with or sending messages to other 
users).  
In order to understand all possible social features that could occur on sites, a comprehensive examination 
of twenty-eight online music sites was conducted, and the different types of features that were found to 
exist on these sites were catalogued. Although social features can be implemented differently across 
online music sites, it is nonetheless possible to categorize them based on the types of interaction they 
support. Referring to the actor-types discussed above allowed for a categorization of features which 
focused on the actors involved; the result can be seen in Table 1. 
The focus of this study is on consumers of music who go to an online site with the purpose of listening to 
music; therefore, actor-relationships which do not affect consumers directly (i.e. artist-to-artist 
relationships) are not examined in the current study. Furthermore, because the sites examined in the 
current study are oriented to enhance consumers’ music consumption experiences and not the 
experiences of content providers (i.e. artists), these sites often do not include features that can facilitate 
such relationships – this further legitimizes the decision not to examine these specific relationships 
further at this time. Nonetheless, these possible interactions are noted in Table 1 as “Not applicable”, in 
order to display the possible extensions of this framework in case sites that employ these features become 
of interest to researchers in the future. 
 Social Features Enabling Online Social Connectedness 
  
 Thirty Sixth International Conference on Information Systems, Fort Worth 2015 7 
 
Table 1. Types of Social Interaction 
 User Artist Site 
User 
- Connecting with users that 
are close friends 
- Connecting with users that 
you are less close to 
- Sharing songs or playlists 
with other users 
- Sharing music from the site 
on social networks (such as 
Facebook or Twitter) 
- Sending artists 
messages 
- Posting on artist 
pages/profiles 
 
- Rating songs or artists 
- Posting reviews of songs 
or artists 
- Viewing ratings 
- Viewing reviews 
 
- Ratings and reviews of 
the site, posted on other 
sites 
Artist 
- Artists replying to comments 
- Artists giving listening 
recommendations  
- Artists sharing music from 
the site on social networks 
(such as Facebook or Twitter) 
(Not applicable) - Artists posting updates to 
the site 
- Artists uploading music 
or videos 
- Artists having 
personalized pages on the 
site they can manage 
Site 
- Accessing info about music 
listening history 
- External info provided by site 
(concert dates, etc.) 
(Not applicable) (Not applicable) 
 
After categorizing the different types of interaction, the next step involved compiling a list of online music 
services that could be used to compare the extent to which they implemented social features into their 
websites. In order to be sure the sample was representative of the different business models and pricing 
schemes, we chose sites that included streaming sites, downloading sites, and “artist-focused” sites. This 
last group of sites was comprised of websites whose business models (regardless of whether they were 
predominantly streaming or downloading) focused on allowing artists more control in the release of their 
music. The following section will further delineate differences between these business models. 
Empirical Evaluation of the Framework 
The next step is to empirically evaluate the interaction framework. In particular, we empirically assess the 
relationship between different sets of social features and social connectedness for a subset of the types of 
interaction identified in our categorization.  
Online Music Business Models 
There are two important dimensions that help characterize business models used in online music. First is 
whether the tracks are downloaded from an online music service and subsequently owned by the 
consumer, or whether they are streamed from the service; generally, then, an online music service is 
either a “streaming” service, or a “downloading” service. The second dimension is whether the consumer 
pays – either for the downloaded track, or for access to the service. Some sites employ a strategy of 
charging users a fee (“paid” sites), while some who avoid charging users and instead gain revenues from 
advertising, and are characterized as “free” sites. Discussions of alternative pricing mechanisms have also 
occurred in the literature: for example, the pay-what-you-want pricing scheme, where consumers choose 
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the price they would like to pay to acquire a song or album (Gneezy et al. 2010; Regner and Barria 2009). 
This method has even been implemented on the artist-controlled online music website Bandcamp. 
Integrating these dimensions leads to a number of different possible online business models. For 
example, under the “paid downloading” business model, users pay to acquire music at set rates per song 
or per track. One site adopting this pay-per-track method is iTunes, who charges a set price per song and 
allows consumers to own digital copies of the music they purchase. Since launching in 2003, the iTunes 
Store has been quite successful, selling its 25 billionth song in February 2013. Streaming services 
generally do not charge per song, and instead charge a monthly subscription fee for access to their 
catalogue of songs. A popular streaming site is Pandora, which has amassed a user base of approximately 
150 million users since launching in 2006.  
Some streaming services employ a multi-tiered strategy that involves a free account and upgrades to paid 
subscriptions, giving the user advantages over the basic offerings of free accounts. This Web 2.0 business 
model has been termed “freemium”, and has been adopted by photo-sharing company Flickr, Adobe (for 
its PDF reader), Skype and MySpace, as well as by a large number of software companies (Teece 2010). 
According to Teece (2010), the idea is that vendors get customers “hooked” on the free product, and then 
subsequently try to convert them to paying customers through enticing added value offerings. 
However, Teece notes that rates for converting free customers to paid customers are often poor. In 
information goods industries such as the music industry, consumers have become accustomed to the 
tradition of acquiring music easily and for free on peer-to-peer (P2P) file sharing networks, and therefore 
often have a lower willingness to pay for music services (Giletti 2011; Makkonen et al. 2011). Indeed, while 
an effective conversion strategy is crucial for a firm’s success when using this model, research has shown 
that converting users “from free to fee” in these business models remains challenging (Oestreicher-Singer 
and Zalmanson, 2013). We can also note that the wide range of prevalent business models signals this lack 
of a clear understanding about the best ways to generate revenues in the industry. 
 
Online Music Sites Used in This Analysis 
 
Table 2. Examples of Existing Online Music Sites & Business Models 
 
Free 
Pay-What-You-
Want 
Paid – 
Subscription 
Paid – 
Pay-Per-Track 
Streaming 
Pandora (free) 
Spotify (free) 
Last.fm (free) 
CBC Music 
 
None 
Pandora (paid) 
Spotify (paid) 
Last.fm (paid) 
Rdio 
Deezer 
N/A 
Downloading None None eMusic 
iTunes 
eMusic 
Amazon MP3 
Google Play 
Other 
SoundCloud 
Reverbnation 
YouTube 
Bandcamp None CD Baby 
 
 
Given the wide range of prevalent online music business models, a subset of sites from the initial list of 
twenty-eight sites were chosen which represented different models. This subset of sites was compiled 
based on the results of a survey conducted by The Nielsen Company in 2012, in which consumers 
responded to questions about their use of online music sites (The Nielsen Company 2012), in conjunction 
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with information from popular press sources. In this step, twenty-one sites were identified; after 
excluding some sites due to geographical constraints (some sites were not available in the country from 
which the authors needed to access the site), and others due to a re-evaluation of their impact in the 
market, fourteen sites remained. Three of these (Pandora, Spotify and Last.fm) have free and paid 
versions, so they are categorized as two different sites based on their payment scheme; this brought the 
final number of sites covering the range of business models to sixteen. The final list, including their 
categorical breakdown in a 3x4 matrix, can be seen in Table 2. 
Participants 
We recruited participants using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (AMT) platform. Through this platform, we 
placed three HITs (tasks) to recruit workers (participants) to answer a survey on their use of online music 
site. We filtered out participants using AMT’s participant qualification requirement, which prohibited 
users from participating if they had a HIT approval rate (%) of less than 95. Each hit was for a specific 
online music site (iTunes, Spotify Paid, Soundcloud) and no worker was allowed to complete more than 
one survey. Workers were paid $1.25 for the 15-minute survey. Each hit was automatically removed once 
100 workers had answered the survey. Once a worker was accepted for the task on AMT, they would be 
directed to the online survey designed on Qualtrics.  
Using AMT as a data collection method has been viewed as an acceptable – and perhaps even 
advantageous – method in comparison to traditional methods, and quality of the resulting data has 
generally been seen to be of high quality (Mason and Suri 2012; Buhrmester et al. 2011, Steelman et al. 
2014). Despite this, included in the survey was one simple question with an unambiguous answer in order 
to ensure that workers were paying attention to the questions. The question asked the length of an average 
radio song, and gave three possible answers: 15 minutes, 3 minutes (correct), or 15 seconds. Participants 
who answered this question incorrectly were removed from subsequent analyses. 
Procedures 
Potential participants on AMT were invited to complete an online survey about their use of online music 
sites. After agreeing to participate in the task, they were directed to the survey on Qualtrics, which asked 
briefly about which online music sites they use. Of the sites they reported using, they were randomly 
assigned to one of their regularly-used sites, and subsequent questions asked about their value and use of 
specific features on the chosen site. In addition, questions were asked about their online and offline social 
connectedness. 
Constructs and Measures 
Social Connectedness  
The basis of the social connectedness construct comes from the work of Kohut (1971; 1977), who originally 
proposed a psychological theory of the self as composed of two needs: grandiosity and idealization. He 
later amended this theory to include a third need for an alter ego, or “sense of belongingness”, which he 
defined as: “… ‘being a part of’ in order to avoid feelings of loneliness and alienation… [t]his sense of 
connectedness allows people to maintain feelings of being ‘human among humans’ and to identify with 
those who may be perceived as different from themselves” (Kohut 1984, p.200). 
Lee and Robbins (1995) were the first to develop self-report measures for each of Kohut’s three self-needs, 
and their revised version of the social connectedness scale (Lee et al. 2001) has proven reliable, often 
being used in research on the topic. Their use of an empirically-validated scale allows them to further 
define high- vs. low- social connectedness: 
“People with high connectedness tend to feel very close with other people, easily identify 
with others, perceive others as friendly and approachable, and participate in social 
groups and activities… People with low connectedness tend to feel interpersonally 
distant from other people and from the world at large. They often see themselves as 
outsiders, feel misunderstood by others, have difficulty relating with the social world, 
and are uncomfortable in social situations” (Lee et al. 2001, p.310). 
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Online social connectedness was operationalized in the current study as the feelings of belongingness and 
relatedness that occur when interacting with others, as enabled by the features of the online music site. 
We used matching items for the online and offline social connectedness scales. Items for the offline scale 
were initially developed in Lee et al. (2001) and were adapted to an online context in Grieve et al. (2013). 
We retained three items based on the factor loadings and reliability from Grieve et al.’s (2013) results.  
Use of Social Features  
In order to measure the extent to which participants use social features supported by each online music 
site – that is, those features that enable users to interact with other users or with the sites – a series of 
questions were given to participants which asked the extent to which they used each feature. Questions 
covered their use of the features previously identified in Table 1, based on the site for which they were 
assigned to answer the survey.  
Items for the social and basic features for each site are identified in Table 3. All items for the constructs 
were measured on 7-point Likert scales.  
 
Table 3. Items for the Use of Social Features and of Basic Features, By Site 
 
iTunes 
Spotify 
Paid 
SoundCloud 
Basic Features 
Importance of the site’s catalogue of available songs    
Importance of the site’s audio quality     
Importance of the site’s curated playlist  
(or personalized recommendations)    
Social Features – User to site 
Rate songs or artists on the site    
Post reviews of songs or artists on the site    
View ratings others have given to songs or artists on XX site    
View reviews others have written about songs or artists on the site    
Social Features – User to user 
Connect on the site with users  you consider close friends    
Connect on the site with users that you are less close to    
Share songs or playlists with others on the site    
Share music from the site on social networks    
 
Control Variables 
  The use of basic features and of offline social connectedness served as control variables. Basic features 
encompassed the general offering of the site and attempted to parsimoniously control for all features that 
may differ between the sites, with the exception of their social features. This included the importance that 
users placed on the catalogue of songs, the audio quality of songs provided by the site, and curated 
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playlists or personalized music recommendations provided by the site. Participants’ value of these basic 
features was measured in order to control for any variance of social connectedness that may have been 
caused by these features. 
Additionally, offline social connectedness was controlled for, using a scale that matched the items used in 
the online social connectedness scale (see discussion above).  
Results 
Descriptive Results of the Sample 
A total of 297 participants responded to the survey for either iTunes (N = 99), Spotify Paid (N = 100), or 
SoundCloud (N = 98). Detailed descriptions of the sample are provided in Table 4. 
Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of the Sample 
Gender 38.4% female 
Age 
30.38 years 
(st. dev. = 8.65) 
Min: 18; Max: 69 
Level of education 
33% high school diploma or less 
23% have college degree 
43% Bachelor or more 
Employment status 
51% full-time employed 
18% students 
13% self-employed 
10% part-time 
8% unemployed 
Music listening 
(general) 
80.1% listen at least a few times per day 
Music listening 
(assigned site) 
45.4% listen at least once per day 
 
Model Results 
In order to run the series of models required in which the predictors of online social connectedness could 
be examined, the structural equation modelling program SmartPLS (version 3.0) was utilized. Path 
analyses were run separately for each site, for each of the models, with models focusing on (1) user-user 
interaction; (2) user-site interaction; and (3) a model which included both interaction types. Individual 
items within each construct were measured as reflective, instead of formative. To obtain significance of 
the results, bootstrapping was used, with 500 samples. Results for each of the sites, and for each model, 
are presented in Table 5. 
The results presented in Table 5 show that, when they exist, user-user social features do seem to be 
significant in predicting feelings of online social connectedness. This is done by holding other features 
(general aspects of the site and site-user social features) and personality aspects (offline social 
connectedness) constant, allowing for the conclusion that the variance in online social connectedness is 
predominantly explained due to the user-user social features. 
Together, these results suggest that online social connectedness is indeed related to synchronous, social 
interaction. However, this result differs based on the site involved. Therefore, results will be discussed for 
each site, and a discussion of the implications of these results will continue in the “discussion” section, 
below. 
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Table 5. Results for Predictors of Online Social Connectedness By Site 
 SoundCloud Spotify Paid iTunes 
User-user 
interaction 
Catalogue (control) 
Curation (control) 
Offline social connectedness 
Social features – user-user 
Adjusted R2 of model 
0.184 (.149) 
-0.081 (.107) 
0.192 (.097)* 
0.336 (.089)*** 
14.9% 
0.117 (.103) 
-0.147 (.096) 
0.368 (.092)*** 
0.398 (.082)*** 
26.7% 
N/A 
User-site 
interaction 
Catalogue (control) 
Curation (control) 
Offline social connectedness 
Social features – user-site 
(post ratings/reviews) 
Social features – user-site 
(view ratings/reviews) 
Adjusted R2 of model 
0.202 (.149) 
-0.087 (.113) 
0.167 (.102) 
0.381 (.163)* 
 
-0.052 (.164) 
 
14.1% 
N/A 
0.179 (.127) 
-0.187 (.112) 
0.304 (.104)** 
0.198 (.152) 
 
0.041 (.144) 
 
13.1% 
User-user 
and user-site 
interaction 
Catalogue (control) 
Curation (control) 
Offline social connectedness 
Social features – user-user 
Social features – user-site 
(post ratings/reviews) 
Social features – user-site 
(view ratings/reviews) 
Adjusted R2 of model 
0.201 (.148) 
-0.105 (.118) 
0.177 (.110) 
0.224 (.102)* 
0.223 (.160) 
 
-0.055 (.154) 
 
15.1% 
N/A N/A 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
DV: online social connectedness 
Both coefficient estimates and standard errors (in parentheses) are reported 
 
SoundCloud 
As shown previously in Table 3, SoundCloud is unique among the focus sites in that it employs a variety of 
user-user and user-site features. Therefore, models were run with each type of interaction individually, as 
well as with all types together in a single model. 
While the first model shows that user-user interaction is significant in predicting online social 
connectedness, user-site interactions do not seem to be significant when presented alone (second model) 
or in combination with user-user interactions (third model). This suggests that it is the user-user features 
which are driving participants’ feelings of online social connectedness.  
Spotify Paid 
Because Spotify Paid does not incorporate user-site social features such as posting ratings and reviews, 
only one model was run which includes user-user social features. The results suggest again that the user-
user social features predict online social connectedness. These results for Spotify Paid, as a paid 
subscription site, are slightly stronger than was the case for SoundCloud, which is a free streaming site, 
providing additional support for research suggesting that those who are more socially involved in a 
website are more likely to become paid users (Oestreicher-Singer and Zalmanson 2013). Furthermore the 
high adjusted R-square value suggests that a large percentage of the variance in online social 
connectedness is predicted by the significant user-user social features variable. 
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iTunes 
The final site analyzed is iTunes, which is a pay-per-track site with limited social features. The only social 
features which iTunes does implement – the opportunity to rate songs and write reviews – are 
insignificant in predicting online social connectedness. Only offline social connectedness is significant in 
predicting online social connectedness, and only a small percentage of variance is explained by this model 
(13.1%), suggesting users are not developing a feeling of connectedness online through use of this site. 
Discussion 
There is great potential to taking a more hedonic, socially-oriented view to technology consumption 
(Junglas et al. 2013), and research on social interactions has shown that increased interactions has 
valuable, tangible benefits, such as increased involvement and increased willingness to pay for the site 
(Bapna and Umyarov 2015; Oestreicher-Singer and Zalmanson, 2013). Despite this, research on music 
consumption has focused on examining music as an information good and experience good, while 
generally ignoring the potential value in examining music also as a social good. Given that the 
consumption of music is an inherently social act, the integration of social features into online music 
consumption websites should be considered an especially important topic for site owners and designers in 
the music industry today. 
The current research aims to provide insight into music’s social qualities, and the possibility for a feeling 
of social connection to be developed through consumption of music online. This study acts as a 
foundation for studying user interaction on social websites by providing a framework which delineates 
possible social features on online music sites based on the actors they involve; it also acts as a preliminary 
examination of the role of social features in influencing users’ level of online social connectedness. Each of 
these aspects will now be discussed individually, in more depth. 
Framework for Social Interaction 
The framework presented in this study was developed using a bottom-up approach, by examining a wide 
variety of online music sites and dividing their currently-existing features based on the social actors 
involved. The resulting framework is applicable not only to online music sites, but can also be applied to 
other websites in the future. For players in the online music industry, this framework can be used to see 
where competitors are performing well, and areas where there may be a competitive advantage. 
Researchers can also use this framework to guide research in online social interactions, in order to 
develop research related to types of interaction. 
A look at the existing sites in the online music industry reveals a great diversity of models, which signals a 
lack of a clear understanding about the best ways to generate revenues. But this diversity of models also 
reflects different ways in which the industry has leveraged IT-enabled interaction to address the music 
consumers’ desire for social connectedness. An evaluation of these features is able to show researchers 
and industry players the types of interaction that are currently being facilitated in the online music 
industry, and can also shed light on areas that have not yet been explored. 
Online Social Connectedness 
Results of a preliminary investigation into what features may cause users to develop feelings of social 
connectedness online have promising results, with individual models in this study suggesting that feelings 
of social connection can be developed through the use of online music sites.  
Additionally, the results are able to provide clarity into the specific features which enable connectedness. 
The framework developed in this study allows for a delineation of features based on the actor involved; 
including this division in the models shows that it is the more synchronous (reciprocal) interaction 
between users that is significant in predicting connectedness.  
The fact that it is only user-user social features which enable connectedness, while social features which 
involve the user and the site (such as posting or viewing ratings and reviews of songs) is an important 
finding, since previous research which has stressed the importance of connecting with others as a 
precursor to further involvement or willingness to pay (Oestreicher-Singer and Zalmanson 2013; Bapna 
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and Umyarov 2015) has not made such a distinction. Furthermore, these studies generally looked only at 
one website, limiting their scope of their studies. To combat this, the current research examines multiple 
websites across different business models; the congruence of the findings between the different sites 
further supports the notion that it is the user-user social features which affect users’ feelings of social 
connectedness, rather than any other types of features. Taken together, the current research suggests that 
if content websites want to further engage users, they should implement specifically those features which 
enable users to connect with other users, and they should provide them with ways to share in the 
consumption experience with each other. 
Implications and Areas for Further Research 
From a user perspective, this study sheds light on how social features can play a key role in the 
development of online social connectedness. Implementing social features can create a more engaging 
environment for users, which can potentially increase the extent they use the site and their willingness to 
pay for the site (Oestreicher-Singer and Zalmanson 2013). Additionally, there implications regarding 
consumers’ choice to use a specific site, due to the important, distinct role that the type of online features 
offered plays in a user’s decision to use a specific site amongst a great offering of online music sites.  
Knowing that few existing online sites that offer content also offer features that enable social interaction is 
valuable, and this finding can provide guidance in the development of interfaces across different business 
models. Site owners can use these findings to expand their feature offerings to include the opportunity for 
social engagement between users; specifically, by delineating the specific features that can increase 
feelings of connectedness, this research is able to providing more deliverable, specific suggestions to site 
owners and developers as to what they can implement to increase feelings of connectedness in their users. 
Surprisingly, this is an area that players in the industry have largely ignored so far, yet it has the potential 
to create value for consumers who increasingly value the opportunity to socialize with others online 
(Junglas et al 2013); as such, being a first-mover in offering social features has the opportunity to give an 
e-commerce site a competitive advantage. 
More generally, as consumers increasingly desire to connect with others, the need to enable connections 
with different types of actors is a promising avenue to attract consumers to a site. In the specific context of 
music, users can find value in not only interacting with other users, as is commonly seen in social 
networks, but also with the artist and the site. While findings in the current study suggest that it is the 
connection with other users that drives feelings of connectedness on online sites, it should be noted that 
the current study was limited in the type of features it could examine, due to the limited implementation 
of other types of social features on existing online music sites. Specifically, it seems that few sites have 
implemented the opportunity for user-artist interaction; therefore, a potentially fruitful avenue of future 
research would be to examine the extent to which feelings of online social connectedness can be developed 
through the implementation of features which connect users with artists. 
If online sites are gaining some insight into the need for social features to be integrated into their music 
websites, it seems not to be gained predominantly from information systems research. Literature on social 
features that currently exists is limited, and what does exist has only scratched the surface on the topics 
site features and their role in the enactment of social interaction across different types of actors. 
This examination of current online music sites and of related literature shows promising avenues for 
leveraging the social aspect of music. As such, research in information systems focusing on social 
computing—the use of features to support social interaction—is much needed. By igniting discussion in 
this area, we hope to not only outline potential research areas, but also aim to guide industry in their 
quest to increase value for users through greater user interaction in online e-commerce environments.  
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